THE AGE OF MACHINERY
As early as 1921 a Safeguarding of Industries Act afforded
protection to certain 'key' industries, officially described as
'articles of a pivotal character which were regarded
as vital to the national safety or of outstanding importance to
industry.' Thereby a breach was made in the ramparts of the
fortress, however justifiable may have been the occasion,
and it facilitated the subsequent capitulation to the besieging
forces. The nation became accustomed to a marked modi-
fication of its traditional fiscal practices, and grew disposed
to accept without demur the more drastic changes for which
the ground was being prepared. Moreover a campaign
conducted before the first world war had won over one of
the political parties to the cause of imperial preference.
Nevertheless the conservative government which appealed
to the electorate in 1923 in favour of protection suffered a
reverse, showing that at heart the country still remained
wedded to free trade. When protection was eventually
adopted, it came in by the side door: it was a hasty improvisa-
tion born of panic. Just as free trade itself owed its final
victory over the last defences of mercantilism to 'the rain
that rained away the corn laws,5 so the nation was stampeded
into protection by the collapse of the great bulwark of
British credit, the pound sterling. In the face of a dire cal-
amity, their minds filled with dark forebodings that the cur-
rency might follow the way of the German mark (although
the circumstances were completely different), the people
accorded to the 'national government' the blank cheque,
the free hand which was demanded. After the general
election in 1931 the 'national government' proceeded to
fill in the blank cheque with the word 'protection/ It was
explained that protective duties were necessary to reduce
the volume of imports, and 'redress the highly adverse
trade balance which was one of the main factors in the flight
from the pound in 1931.' A doubtful proposition: but in any
case the argument was invalidated by the depreciation of the
currency which at the time furnished substantial protection.
The Import Duties Act (1932) provided that each industry
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